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PRELIMINARY FINDINGS of the eleventh
annual Survey of Consumer Finances are
presented in this article.
1 These surveys are
conducted by the Board of Governors of the
Federal Reserve System in cooperation with
the Survey Research Center of the Univer-
sity of Michigan. Personal interviews are
made in January and February with a rep-
resentative sample of the consumer popula-
tion. Information is obtained on consumers'
financial positions, views concerning their
own and general economic prospects, their
purchases during the past year of durable
goods and houses, and their purchase plans
for the coming year.
In interpreting Survey findings, allow-
ances need to be made for sampling and
response variations which are inherent in
this type of sample survey.
2 Consequently,
undue importance should not be attached to
small changes in the figures or to data which
relate to small groups in the population.
1 These findings are based on preliminary tabulations
of approximately 2,800 interviews taken in January
and February 1956 in the 12 largest metropolitan
areas and 54 other sampling areas throughout the
country. Additional interviews and adjustments for
differential response rates in various strata of the
sample will be reflected in the data which will be pub-
lished in later articles in this series in the Federal
Reserve BULLETIN. In past years, results based on
the preliminary tabulations have not differed substan-
tially from the final figures. The later BULLETIN
articles will contain information on the financial posi-
tion of consumers; purchases and financing of automo-
biles, major household appliances, and houses; and
consumer instalment debts.
2 See the discussion of sampling errors in the Survey,
Federal Reserve BULLETIN, May 1955, pp. 473-74.
Preliminary results of the 1956 Survey
indicate that consumers view their current
financial situation favorably, are optimistic
about their own income prospects, and are
very optimistic about prospects for general
business conditions during the coming year.
About the same proportions of consumers
reported plans to buy new and used automo-
biles, other durable goods, and new and
used houses, and to undertake home im-
provement and maintenance programs as re-
ported such plans a year ago. The median
amounts of planned expenditures for these
purposes also showed little change from a
year earlier. Consumer plans to buy, ex-
pressed early in the year, should not be
taken as a forecast of what consumers ac-
tually will buy during the year. Many fac-
tors, some of them impossible for consumers
to know in advance—such as changes in
prices and credit availability, attractiveness
of new products and models, and changes
in general business conditions—will influ-
ence consumer buying during the year. For
example, consumers bought more new cars
last year than in any year on record, but
their plans to buy, as reported early in the
year, were about the same as a year earlier,
and were fewer than in early 1953 and some
other years.
Increases in income were widely dis-
tributed among consumers last year. Most
of the major occupational groups except
farm operators shared in the increases.
These increases were reflected in a tendency
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for the whole income structure to shift up-
ward. About 35 per cent of the consumer
spending units reported incomes before tax
of $5,000 or more in 1955, as compared
with 32 per cent in 1954 and 31 per cent
in 1953. The larger proportions in the
$5,000 and over income group were accom-
panied by smaller proportions for those in
the $3,000 to $5,000 income group, which
included only 28 per cent of the consumer
spending units last year as compared with
31 per cent in 1954, and 32 per cent in
1953.
The distribution of liquid asset holdings
among consumers early this year appeared
to have been little changed from early 1955,
but a slightly larger proportion of consumers
reported holdings of more than $200. In
evaluating their financial positions, two-
fifths of the consumers felt they were better
off in early 1956 than at the beginning of
last year, and less than one-fourth felt they
were worse off. These proportions were
more favorable than in any other recent
year.
With respect to their own prospects,
nearly two-fifths of the consumers said they
expected to be making more a year from
now and less than one-tenth said they ex-
pected to be making less—about the same
proportions as in early 1955. Consumers
were very optimistic about general business
conditions during the coming year. Nearly
two-thirds of those interviewed expected
business conditions during the year to be
good, while less than one-tenth expected
them to be bad. These proportions were
much more favorable than they were in
other years for which this information was
obtained. Consumers in most income and
major occupational groups expressed greater
optimism regarding the business outlook
than they did a year earlier. Self-employed
businessmen showed the largest increase in
favorable outlook, with three-fourths of
those reporting expecting good times. Farm-
ers generally continued to be more pessi-
mistic than other groups and less than half
of the farm operators expected good times
this year. This proportion was similar to
those reported early in the two previous
years.
The proportion of nonfarm consumer
spending units interviewed in early 1956
that expressed intentions to purchase a
house during the year was about the same
as in early 1955, but among prospective
buyers the proportion of nonveterans ap-
peared to be somewhat larger. Plans to
spend at least $50 on additions and repairs
on their houses were reported by almost
one-fourth of the nonfarm consumers, about
the same proportion as early last year. The
median amount of planned expenditure,
however, was larger this year.
The proportion of consumers planning to
buy at least one item of furniture or a house-
hold appliance was about the same as a year
ago, and there was no change in the median
planned expenditure. About one-half of
those planning purchases of furniture and
household appliances this year intended to
use instalment credit, a somewhat smaller
proportion than in early 1955.
About 8 per cent of the consumer spend-
ing units interviewed in January and Febru-
ary expressed an intention to purchase a
new automobile during 1956, while about
7 per cent indicated plans to purchase a used
car. The frequency of new car purchase
plans was about the same as in early 1955
and 1954. The median price consumers
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expected to pay for new cars was about the
same as that reported in early 1955, but the
median price they expected to pay for used
cars was moderately lower. Those plan-
ning to buy automobiles anticipated using
instalment credit to finance their purchases
more frequently than did those reporting car
purchase plans a year ago.
PRELIMINARY RESULTS OF THE FEDERAL RESERVE SURVEY OF CONSUMER FINANCES
IN EARLY 1956, WITH FINAL RESULTS FOR EARLY 1949-55 *
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1 Preliminary data for early 1956 are based on the first 2,800 spend-
ing units interviewed and have not been adjusted for nonresponse.
Data for past and expected change in income and evaluation of own
financial situation for 1955 are preliminary, based on approximately
2,950 spending units. Other data for 1955 and data for previous
years are based on complete surveys and adjusted for nonresponse.
2 Includes only nonfarm spending units in 1952-56.
3 As of Jan. 1, 1952 and at time of interview in January, February,
and early March of other years; liquid assets include all types of
U. S. Government bonds, checking accounts, savings accounts in
banks, postal savings, and shares in savings and loan associations
and credit unions; currency is excluded.
4 Data are based on question: "Now considering the country as a
whole, do you think that during the next 12 months we will have
good times or bad times, or what?"
5 Data not available.
6 Includes only nonfarm spending units.
7 Percentage of spending units that reported they would, probably
would, or possibly would buy.
8 Includes only planned expenditure of $50 or more for improve-
ment and maintenance of home.
9 Data for automobiles are based on planned expenditures of spend-
ing units that reported they would or probably would buy; data for
other items include, in addition, planned expenditures of spending
units that reported they possibly would buy.
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